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Abstract

Materials/Methods

Substance use disorder (SUD) is a disease that continues to affect the
lives of millions of Americans. Access to adequate treatment also continues
to be a challenge for many of those suffering from substance use disorder.
To better understand the barriers to treatment as well as the social
challenges people face in seeking care for their substance use, we
designed an observational study to capture demographic data, perceptions
of stigma, and self esteem levels at a medication assisted treatment (MAT)
facility in Northeast Tennessee. A robust survey was administered to
patients at the MAT facility to quantify and analyze these metrics. Results
from the survey showed when it came to stigma, respondents felt the
highest level of internalized stigma compared to the other two types of
measured stigma (enacted and anticipated). This was still the case even
after stratifying based on gender. Regarding self esteem, survey results
showed that as a whole, most respondents were within the normal range
for self esteem, however, differences were appreciated when the data was
categorized based on age. Finally, some of the most common reasons
respondents selected for not seeking treatment previously were the thought
that the problem could be handled alone, the lack of health insurance, and
the fact that they were not ready to quit. A greater understanding of these
issues is crucial for providers to better serve their patient population and
tailor their services to the pertinent issues of the area.

A survey was designed to capture broad demographic information, substance exposure history, and reasons for having not sought treatment in the past, if any.
Additionally, validated scales, such the Substance Use Stigma Mechanism Scale (SU-SMS) developed by Smith et. al, were included to measure enacted,
anticipated, and internalized stigma, and the Rosenberg self-esteem scale questionnaire was included to explore the relation between perceived stigma and self
esteem [5][6].
The SU-SMS draws from the theory that structural and social stigma relating to substance use is experienced by individuals as 3 different mechanisms: enacted,
anticipated, and internalized stigma. Enacted and anticipated stigma lead to worse physical health and internalized stigma leads to worse affective and behavioral
health. To quantify these mechanisms, item responses on the survey were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale with higher scores indicating greater substance use
stigma. Aggregate scores were then made by taking the average of item responses for each of the mechanisms [5]. The Rosenberg self-esteem scale questionnaire
was included with the survey to explore the relationship between perceived stigma and self esteem. It consists of a 10-item questionnaire answered on a 4-point
Likert scale that approximates global self worth by measuring both positive and negative feelings about oneself [6].
To administer the survey, we enlisted the aid of a MAT facility in Johnson City, TN. Surveys were administered to patients upon arrival during their check in process.
Survey collection was conducted over a 6 month period in 2021. Survey results were then tabulated and trends were noted based on demographic information and
survey responses.

Data

Introduction
According to a 2017 survey by the Department of Health and Human
Services’ National Survey on Drug Use and Health, about 19.7 million
American adults battled a substance use disorder, and about 8.5 million adults
suffered from both a mental health disorder and a substance use disorder[1].
The cost of these battles are not just limited to the individual, as these issues
cost Americans $740 billion in lost workplace productivity along with
healthcare expenses and the cost of crime [2].
A large component in the fight against substance abuse and mental health
comes in the form of professional help services; however, the stigma
surrounding substance use itself makes seeking treatment a struggle for
many. In a 2019 study done by Crapanzano et al., it was noted that stigma
against addiction may be a “protective factor that deters non-users from ever
starting with substance use, but it paradoxically promotes continued use once
an individual has entered the drug culture and may prevent access to
treatment services.” The exclusion that comes from being labeled an “addict”
interferes with users’ treatment attempts by ingraining a desire to remain part
of the drug scene, where users may feel better respected and included [3]. So
among those that do end up seeking treatment, what are some of the factors
that play into their decision? A 2016 study done by Picco et al., found that
positive help seeking attitudes were attributed to those who were female, held
a higher socioeconomic status, and obtained a higher education level. Lower
education level was also associated with increased self-coping and less
openness to seeking help [4]. However, it is important to note that these
attributes do not always correspond to enacted behavior. For this reason, it is
worthwhile to assess help-seeking behaviors among those already seeking
treatment for substance use and explore any barriers they may have faced in
their journey towards recovery.
Goals of this project:
● Assess feelings of stigma and self esteem among those seeking
medication assisted treatment (MAT) at an addiction treatment and
recovery center in Northeast Tennessee.
● Gather demographic information along with qualitative assessments of
stigma and self esteem via survey administration
● Elucidate any trends among those who seek MAT and expand on any
barriers they have faced in seeking treatment

Results/Discussion
Overall, 95 participants completed the survey while receiving treatment. There
were:
● 42 males and 53 females
● Average age of respondents was 39.31. Of these, 43 out of 95 had a
high-school diploma or a GED equivalent
● Most participants had been receiving treatment for 1-2 years (41%)
● A total of 39 out of 95 reported using IV drugs (41%), and 62 reported
using methamphetamine (65%)
Stigma remains a large barrier to successful screening and treatment. By
employing the SU-SMS scale, we were able to demonstrate the idea that
enacted, anticipated, and internalized stigma can be measured as individual
stigma experiences that each have an impact on health outcomes among
those seeking treatment. Our results found:
● On average, respondents felt the highest level of internalized stigma,
compared to enacted (in the past) or anticipated (in the future) stigma
● Results did not vary appreciably between males and females
● Accounting for different age groups, data showed those aged 40-49
demonstrate highest levels of stigma for all three categories.
By employing the Rosenberg Self Esteem scale, we were better able to
understand the role of self esteem in the lives of those seeking treatment for
substance use. Results showed:
● Most participants (n=82) were within normal range for appropriate
self-esteem
● Accounting for age, participants aged 20-29 showed highest level of self
esteem while those aged 30-39 showed lowest
● Of the 13 participants who showed markedly decreased self-esteem,
average age was 36 and the average number of times that treatment had
been sought before was 2.77.
Many reasons exist that might prevent patients from seeking treatment for a
substance use disorder. Our survey assessed this and found the top three
reasons that people report for delaying treatment include:
1. They thought they could handle the problem on their own
2. They had no health coverage or could not afford the cost
3. They were not ready to stop using opioids.

Higher scores indicate increased feelings of stigma (scale 1-5)

The average self esteem score for each age range. Higher scores correspond to
increased self esteem (scale 0-30).

These findings are important for providers working in substance use disorder
treatment programs because it identifies certain demographics that may need
increased attention. More research is needed to further uncover associations
that may lead to increased feelings of low self-esteem in these patients.
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